
255Book Reviews

the Udmurts’ favorite drink, kumyshka, and of the Russians by westerners in Smith’s 
“Fermentation, taste, and identity.” Smith analyzes the dividing line between fer-
mented and rotten foods as a cultural rather than biological distinction. Sour rye bread 
and fermented cabbage became off-putting markers of Russianness for foreigners to 
whom these foods were unpalatable. Starks, in contrast, describes the allure of other-
ness in the tastes of tobacco. She draws upon advertising imagery to show that Russian 
smokers inhaled not just nicotine, but also the associations of a Virginia or Turkish 
tobacco, including “sex, the Orient, and the Western world” (98). While Starks’ claim 
that the image of a female smoker (Figure 5.1) is Turkic seems misplaced (surely a feather 
headdress is more likely to indicate Native American?), she effectively places Russian 
smoking within its global framework of trade and consumption. Similar to distinctions 
of identity in these studies of taste, Matthew Romaniello uses touch (or the concept of 
“hapticity”) to show how eighteenth-century west European visitors went beyond the 
pure physicality of Russia’s cold to define the whole culture as “phlegmatic,” which 
explained to them why the Russian people seemed cold and melancholic.

Attempts to modify patterns of consumption through sight and taste (culinary 
and aesthetic) concern both Abby Schrader’s chapter on the opening of the Passazh 
shopping center in imperial St. Petersburg as well as Anton Masterovoy’s discussion 
of Soviet campaigns to change diets during food shortages. Neither turned out as 
planned, as the elegance of the Passazh blurred the lines between respectable women 
and prostitutes, while repeated Soviet efforts to promote soy over sausage in times of 
hardship only heightened popular associations between meat and well-being.

Claire Shaw’s “Deafness and the Politics of Hearing” examines the experience of 
those lacking a sense within Soviet society. While Soviet policy represented a great 
improvement over pre-revolutionary law, which had equated deafness with insanity, 
the Bolsheviks still saw deafness as a condition to be overcome in order to be fully 
Soviet. Rather than employing sign language as a form of resistance to this percep-
tion, the deaf community incorporated Soviet rhetoric into their signing as a marker 
of their own inclusion.

In the book’s last section on memorializing the Soviet past, Adrienne Harris con-
vincingly explains why, above other victims of Nazi cruelty, Zoia Kosmodemianskaia 
became an icon of Soviet WWII sacrifice due to the power of visual and auditory 
memory. Finally, Tim Harte examines the emphasis on smell in the films of Aleksei 
German as a metaphor of decay within the Stalinist system.

A review of this brevity cannot do justice to the arguments and rich use of sources 
in these eleven chapters. They draw Russian history into a field that, as Alexander 
Martin notes in the introduction, “endows the study of the past with a visceral sense 
of immediacy” (16).
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When Sergei Witte died on February 28, 1915, the chairman of the Council of 
Ministers, Ivan Goremykin, and his senior colleagues gathered at Witte’s apartment 
in Petrograd the same day to mark his passing, and his funeral two days later was 
attended by the entire government and diplomatic corps. Tsar Nicholas II, however, 
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made no public expression of sympathy to Witte’s widow and wrote to the empress 
that he felt “true . . . peace” at the news of Witte’s death (214). Ella Saginadze’s book 
analyzes the polarized opinions about Witte—Russia’s most successful finance min-
ister and the architect of the constitutional reforms of 1905—in the decade after his 
death, but this is much more than a book that charts the final years of one of imperial 
Russia’s greatest political figures. As Saginadze shows, Witte was the emblem for a 
crucial and deeply-controversial strand of Russian thinking and the place that he 
occupied in Russia after his departure from office in 1906 demonstrated the continu-
ing arguments over his intellectual and practical legacy.

Utilizing a wide variety of press sources, Saginadze sets out the foundations of 
Witte’s reputation while he was still in office, showing how as finance minister he was 
highly regarded for his courage and energy, as well as for the breadth of his activity. 
At the same time, however, Witte’s enthusiasm for Russia’s economic modernization 
came under severe criticism from Russian nationalists who saw his encouragement 
of capitalism as revealing pro-Jewish sympathies. Witte’s personal life—he had spent 
his youth in Odessa and his wife was Jewish—meant that the virulent antisemitism 
that permeated many elements of conservative discourse in Russia found him a tar-
get. The far-reaching reforms of 1905 also divided Russian opinion: Saginadze shows 
how liberal opinion rejoiced at the October Manifesto that introduced an elected 
Duma to Russia, while conservatives regarded it as a catastrophe for Russia. The 
passions provoked by Witte and what he represented were vividly demonstrated in 
January 1907, when members of the far-right Union of the Archangel Michael placed 
a bomb in the chimney of Witte’s apartment in St Petersburg. The device was discov-
ered before it exploded, but reaction to the assassination attempt from the right sug-
gested that Witte himself, desperate for attention, had cynically organized the whole 
affair to gain publicity. Witte clung to the hope that he would make a return to power, 
especially after the assassination of Stolypin in 1911, and rumors swirled among his 
sympathizers that he would be called out of retirement to put Russia back on the track 
towards the reform that he had set out in 1905.

The final part of Saginadze’s book deals with the onset of war in 1914 and how 
Witte continued to be a controversial figure right up until the end of his life. Witte 
argued that Russia was in no condition to fight a major war, and he pressed for a 
rapid peace with Germany and Austria-Hungary. His attitude led to Witte being 
labelled as a Germanophile by his opponents, and provided a further opportunity 
for the right to discredit him in the months before his death. Witte was exceptional 
as a Russian statesman; unlike men such as Mikhail Speranskii and Mikhail Loris-
Melikov, he continued to be a figure of great public interest after leaving office, and 
maintained a prominent public profile. While Witte himself continued to harbor the 
hope that he might return to power in some shape, the intense controversy that he 
continued to arouse until his death was not simply a result of his own personal crav-
ing for self-publicity, but a demonstration of the fact that the reform agenda he had 
pursued during 1905 continued to resonate across Russian society. Witte was a man 
who aroused strong passions among both supporters and critics, and Saginadze’s 
book shows how after leaving office, the arguments that he stimulated were a proxy 
for much wider currents in Russia’s politics. This excellent book shows the contours 
of post-1905 Russia through the prism of the man who had been the prime creator 
of Russia’s economic and political structures at the start of the twentieth century. It 
gives real insight into the heat and fervor of Russia’s politics as the bitter arguments 
of 1905 and its legacy continued to be fought over.
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